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Washington News 



New York Times 

Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., right, and Senate Judiciary Committee Chairman Chuck Grassley, 
R-Iowa, left. Grassley called in his chits with McConnell, part of a campaign to get a criminal justice overhaul passed. 

McConnell under intense pressure from 
both parties to advance prison reform 


House Dems plan 
‘aggressive’ oversight 
of gridlocked FEC 


By Nicholas Fandos 


NEW YORK TIMES 

WASHINGTON - In the 
past three years, Sen. Chuck 
Grassley, R-Iowa, chairman 
of the Judiciary Committee, 
blocked a Democratic Supreme 
Court nominee for more than 
a year, pushed through an 
army of conservative judges 
and helped cement a conserva¬ 
tive Supreme Court by secur¬ 
ing confirmation of the most 
controversial high court nom¬ 
inee in a generation. 

All of that has come at great 
personal cost, so the 85-year- 
old Iowan had some chits to 
call in when Monday morn¬ 
ing he joined a private phone 
call with Sen. Mitch McCon¬ 
nell, R-Ky., the majority leader, 
to discuss a bipartisan break¬ 
through to overhaul the crimi¬ 
nal justice system and the na¬ 
tion’s sentencing rules. 

I have been there for you, 
Grassley told McConnell, the 
man standing in the way of 
a quick vote on the measure. 
And I would hope this is some¬ 
thing that you would help me 
make happen, according to 
three people familiar with the 
call who were not authorized 
to publicly discuss the conver¬ 
sation. 

The direct lobbying by 
Grassley was just part of a 
pressure campaign aimed 
squarely at McConnell this 
week as an unusual coalition 
of senators, conservative advo¬ 
cacy groups and White House 
officials press to change the 
nation’s sentencing and prison 
laws. With President Trump 
supportive of the effort and 
Speaker Paul Ryan, R-Wis., 
pledging to move it through 
the House, they increasingly 
view the Senate majority lead¬ 
er as the lone obstacle to un¬ 
winding some of the federal 


tough-on-crime policies of the 
1980s and 1990s. 

Now top White House offi¬ 
cials, Trump family members, 
Republican senators and allies 
of billionaire activists Charles 
and David Koch are working 
to get Dr. No to a yes. 

“I’ve been working on this 
issue for nearly eight years, 
and we have never been clos¬ 
er than we are right now,” said 
Sen. Mike Lee, R-Utah, who 
joined Grassley on the Mon¬ 
day call. “The stars have just 
aligned in such a way, all it 
takes is getting to the Senate 
floor.” 

Proponents of the bill, 
known as the First Step Act, 
fear McConnell will let the 
short window for consider¬ 
ation this year slide shut rath¬ 
er than bring up for a vote a 
complicated issue that divides 
Republicans. His allies insist 
that those fears are misplaced 
and that McConnell will make 
a decision based on factors he 
has already stated publicly: 
How much Republican sup¬ 
port the bill secures and how 
it fits in with other must-pass 
legislation. 

So Republican senators al¬ 
lied with Grassley, including 
Lee, Lindsey Graham of South 
Carolina and Tim Scott of 
South Carolina, began work¬ 
ing over wavering colleagues 
by phone. Jared Kushner, the 
president’s son-in-law and a 
leading advocate of the leg¬ 
islation, convened a call with 
business groups to praise the 
changes, and the White House 
circulated a USA Today op-ed 
that Kushner wrote with To¬ 
mas J. Philipson, a member 
of the White House Council 
of Economic Advisers. Donald 
Trump Jr. and Ivanka Trump, 
the president’s eldest son and 
daughter, blasted supportive 
messages to their millions of 


Twitter followers urging Con¬ 
gress to move quickly. 

Kushner plans to ask Trump 
to lobby McConnell directly by 
phone, but is waiting to line up 
more Republican support first, 
according to two people famil¬ 
iar with his thinking. 

Outside advocacy groups 
have largely focused on Ken¬ 
tucky, where McConnell is up 
for re-election in two years. 
Justice Action Network, 
which supports the overhaul, 
is digitally targeting conser¬ 
vative voters in the state. So 
is FreedomWorks, a Tea Par¬ 
ty-aligned conservative group, 
whose online targeting had 
driven 10,000 calls of support 
to McConnell’s office in the 
last few days. 

“We are going to keep up 
the pressure on him to make 
sure he is good on his word,” 
said Jason Pye, vice presi¬ 
dent of legislative affairs for 
FreedomWorks. 

The state’s junior Republi¬ 
can senator, Rand Paul, and 
his wife, Kelley, were saturat¬ 
ing the Kentucky airwaves to 
make the case directly to Mc¬ 
Connell’s constituents. 

“I would just ask Mitch Mc¬ 
Connell to look at the people 
who are coming at this from 
all walks of life and hear all of 
our voices saying we want this 
legislation,” Kelley Paul said in 
an interview. 

But McConnell is also get¬ 
ting pressure from Sen. Tom 
Cotton, R-Ark., the leader of 
a small but powerful bloc of 
conservatives deeply opposed 
to any sentencing changes or 
early release provisions that 
could free jailed criminals. 
Cotton has argued that sena¬ 
tors should slow down the pro¬ 
cess and hold hearings on the 
bill, which he said amounts 
to a jailbreak - a traditional 
watchword in Republican pol¬ 


itics. 

Cotton has channeled the 
support of influential law en¬ 
forcement groups, including 
the National Association of 
Assistant United States Attor¬ 
neys, which sent another letter 
to McConnell and the Demo¬ 
cratic leader Monday warning 
that the First Step Act would 
“subject the public to more 
crime, not less.” Other law en¬ 
forcement groups support the 
bill. 

The appeals on both sides 
grew in urgency over the week¬ 
end after a New York Times re¬ 
port that McConnell had pri¬ 
vately told Trump he did not 
foresee enough time to bring 
the bill up for a vote this year, 
which many viewed as tanta¬ 
mount to killing the measure 
just as it was gaining momen¬ 
tum. 

As intensity on both sides 
has increased, interparty ten¬ 
sions unusual in the modern 
Senate have spilled into public. 
After sparring at a private Re¬ 
publican luncheon last week, 
Cotton and Lee traded public 
shots on Twitter on Monday, 
accusing each other of misrep¬ 
resenting the facts. 

The compromise First Step 
Act builds on a prison over¬ 
haul bill passed by the House 
this year, adding four changes 
to federal sentencing laws. It 
lumps together new funding 
for anti-recidivism programs 
meant to prepare prisoners to 
re-enter society and the expan¬ 
sion of early release credits for 
inmates. It also reduces some 
mandatory minimum sentenc¬ 
es for nonviolent drug offend¬ 
ers. Though its effect would be 
limited to federal prisons and 
offenses - not state ones - the 
legislation could affect tens of 
thousands of current inmates 
and future offenders, experts 
believe. 


By Dave Levinthal 
and Ashley Balcerzak 

CENTER FOR PUBLIC INTEGRITY 

WASHINGTON - For most 
of this decade, Congress has 
all but ignored the perpetual¬ 
ly gridlocked Federal Election 
Commission, which exists to 
enforce and regulate the na¬ 
tion’s campaign finance laws. 

No longer, two Democratic 
congressional representatives 
tell the Center for Public In¬ 
tegrity. The FEC is broken and 
needs fixing, they argue. 

“In the next Congress, we 
will be conducting aggressive 
oversight and pursuing legis¬ 
lative reform so we can finally 
have an FEC that’s fulfilling 
its mission of fighting corrup¬ 
tion,” said Rep. Zoe Lofgren, 
D-Calif., a member and poten¬ 
tial chairwoman next year of 
the Committee on House Ad¬ 
ministration, which has juris¬ 
diction over the FEC. 

Rep. Jamie Raskin, D-Md., 
concurred. 

“We clearly need to have 
an oversight hearing on the 
FEC,” said Raskin, also a 
member of the Committee on 
House Administration. “We 
need to shine a spotlight on 
dysfunction at the FEC.” 

Whether House Demo¬ 
crats’ efforts can go beyond 
spotlight-shining is unclear: 
Republicans, who generally 
oppose strict campaign fi¬ 
nance laws and regulations, 
will next year control the U.S. 
Senate. 

But the prospect of new at¬ 
tention on the FEC comes as 
Democrats are poised to lead 
the U.S. House for the first 
time since 2011 - the most re¬ 
cent year a House committee 
conducted any kind of FEC 
oversight hearing - and are 
primed to widely deploy over¬ 
sight, investigation and sub- 
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poena powers that come with 
such leadership. 

(The current Republican- 
led Committee on House Ad¬ 
ministration last year flirted 
with conducting an FEC over¬ 
sight hearing, but it never fol¬ 
lowed through.) 

FEC Chairwoman Caroline 
Hunter, a Republican, says 
she’s “always happy to speak 
to Congress.” Vice Chairwom¬ 
an Ellen Weintraub, a Demo¬ 
crat, concurred: “We welcome 
the opportunity.” 

If Lofgren and company 
summon Hunter and Wein¬ 
traub, along with Republican 
Commissioner Matthew Pe¬ 
tersen and independent Com¬ 
missioner Steven Walther, to 
Capitol Hill, there will likely 
be much for them to discuss. 
That’s because the FEC’s con¬ 
servative and liberal commis¬ 
sioners disagree on numerous 
issues concerning election law 
and money, from defending 
against foreign incursions to 
policing digital political ad¬ 
vertisements. 

Perhaps the thorniest is¬ 
sue of all is “dark money,” or 
secret political cash that can’t 
be traced to a human source. 
It’s nevertheless used by cer¬ 
tain nonprofit groups, and 
increasingly, by lightly regu¬ 
lated super PACs, to advocate 
for and against political can¬ 
didates. 

The FEC is doing its job, 
Hunter said. “Political com¬ 
mittees register and report 
with the FEC. Groups that 
aren’t political committees 
don’t have to report all their 
donors. That’s the way the law 
is written,” she said. 

But there is another take. 
“This is a controversial area 
and one where we disagree,” 
said Weintraub, who believes 
the FEC should more actively 
regulate political money. 
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